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Student engagement has rapidly developed a central place in the quality agenda of
Australian universities since the introduction of the Australasian Survey of
Student Engagement (AUSSE). The AUSSE is based on one developed in the
USA. The main arguments given for adopting this survey in Australia are that it
provides a valid instrument for measuring engagement and that it enables
international comparisons. However, the survey instrument and scales have been
adopted with little scrutiny of these arguments. This paper examines these
arguments by considering different perspectives of engagement, examining the
importance of contextual differences and evaluating the AUSSE engagement
scales in the light of both. The paper concludes that the AUSSE results should be
used by universities and policy-makers with caution.
Keywords: student engagement; AUSSE; NSSE; learner engagement; time on
task; post secondary education
Introduction
Student engagement has quickly developed a central place in the quality agenda of
Australian universities since the introduction of the Australasian Survey of Student
Engagement (AUSSE) in 2007. Forty-five institutions in Australasia are expected to
participate in the 2010 survey (ACER 2010). While the speed of its acceptance has
been remarkable, the AUSSE has pedigree. It is based on a survey developed over a
decade ago in the USA: the North American Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE).
The AUSSE is one of several surveys used to assess student outcomes in Austra-
lian higher education. The use and reporting of the AUSSE is not mandatory for
Australian universities. However, its use was recommended by the Australian govern-
ment’s major review of higher education completed in 2008. The government subse-
quently signalled its intention to instigate a survey to investigate the engagement and
satisfaction of first-year students and to include measures of student engagement in
funding arrangements for Australian public universities (DEEWR 2009a). Conse-
quently, Australian universities are participating in the AUSSE in the expectation that
they will be held accountable by the government for their performance in relation to
student engagement. The Australian Centre for Educational Research (ACER) has
lead and promoted the adoption of the AUSSE to measure student engagement in
Australasia.
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2  P. Hagel et al.
The main arguments given for using the AUSSE are that it provides a valid instru-
ment for measuring engagement (Coates 2010) and that it enables international
comparisons (ACER 2008a). However, this paper contends that there are limitations
in the way the AUSSE conceptualises and measures engagement that warrants caution
in the use of its results. After providing a brief overview of the AUSSE instrument,
the argument of the paper is developed in two main stages. First, the paper identifies
and discusses alternative conceptions of engagement and considers the implications of
differences between the US and Australian contexts for conceptualising and measur-
ing student engagement. Second, this paper evaluates the AUSSE scales in relation to
conceptions of engagement and contextual differences. The paper concludes by
considering some implications for research and practice.
Overview of the AUSSE
The AUSSE surveys undergraduates to determine the extent to which they are
involved ‘with activities and conditions likely to generate learning’ (Coates 2010, 3).
It targets onshore, first- or final-year students who have not previously completed or
been enrolled in a university degree (Coates 2010). The survey uses a questionnaire
(the ‘Student Experience Questionnaire’) that asks students about how often and/or
the extent to which they have experienced certain activities and conditions while at
university. The AUSSE also includes some ‘outcome’ scales: higher-order thinking,
general learning outcomes, general development outcomes, average overall grades,
departure intentions and overall satisfaction. However, this paper is concerned only
with the ‘engagement’ scales of the AUSSE. (A copy of the full questionnaire can be
found in ACER 2010.)
There are 48 questions in the AUSSE that are grouped into six engagement scales: 
● academic challenge;
● active learning;
● student and staff interaction;
● enriching educational experiences;
● supportive learning environments; and
● work-integrated learning.
The first five of these scales were adopted from the NSSE with some minor changes
in wording. The ‘work-integrated learning’ scale was developed by the ACER for the
AUSSE. These scales are proposed as ‘benchmarks’ of effective educational practice
(Kuh 2009). Combined the six scales provide a conception of student engagement but
which theory of engagement does it reflect and whose conception is it?
Alternative conceptions of engagement
In discussing engagement in pre-tertiary education, Vibert and Shields (2003) high-
light three different ideological perspectives. First, from the rational/technical
perspective the role of education is to prepare students for life after formal education.
Therefore, student engagement is a matter of involving students in useful and
productive activities determined by educators and guided by government policy or
societal expectations. From this perspective, engagement should be and is measurable
using ‘objective’ survey instruments such as the AUSSE. Second, the interpretive/
student-centred perspective suggests that engagement means more than just dutiful,
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Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education  3
busy and compliant behaviour on behalf of students, rather students must have
autonomy, choice and control in order to be genuinely engaged. Finally, the critical/
transformative perspective focuses on how students engage to transform themselves
and society. The critical perspective asks hard questions about engagement such as
‘for what?’ and ‘for whom?’ (Vibert and Shields 2003).
Those adopting a critical transformative perspective interrogate the meaning of
engagement in higher education in relation to its opposite condition – alienation (e.g.
Case 2008; Mann 2001). Students who comply and engage from a functional
perspective may, in fact, be alienated to the extent that they ‘play’ the assessment
game, perform to standards set by others and/or feel forced to attend university in the
first place due to societal expectations (Mann 2001) or labour market conditions.
Students may also be alienated by credentialism and classroom pedagogy (London,
Downey, and Mace 2007). From the critical perspective, failure to consider the ideo-
logical basis of approaches to engagement may lead to impoverished conceptions of
engagement and measurement approaches that reflect the concerns of the dominant
elite.
In addition to the ideological perspective, engagement can be conceptualised as
occurring in several dimensions, typically behavioural, emotional and cognitive
dimensions (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004). Bryson and Hand (2007) make
a similar distinction between engagement that is active, relational or oriented towards
learning. A behavioural focus is concerned with the extent to which students exhibit
positive behaviour towards academic, social, institutional and extra-curricular
activities. The emotional perspective is concerned with the affective response and
connection of students to their teachers, peers and institutions. Finally, the cognitive
perspective is concerned with the mental investment that students make in learning
(Fredrick, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004). The value of conceiving engagement as
multidimensional is that it recognises that a student’s behaviour, affective response
and cognition are linked (Fredrick, Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004).
The conceptions of engagement discussed above are consistent with a definition of
student engagement as a persistent and general condition that characterises how
students relate to their university experience. This view of engagement underlies
much of the research into student engagement at university (Bryson and Hand 2007;
Steele and Fullagar 2009). However, engagement may also be defined in terms of a
short-term absorption in a specific activity. This phenomenon has also been termed
‘flow’ (Steele and Fullagar 2009).
Flow theory derives from positive psychology and the work of Csikzentmihalyi
(1990). Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) concept of ‘flow’ describes what happens when
people are involved in activities that command their total involvement, concentration
and absorption. Conditions that support flow include a balance between the challenge
of the task and skills of the student, clear goals on the part of the student and individ-
ual autonomy (Steele and Fullagar 2009). Consequently, flow theory is consistent with
a student-centred perspective on engagement (Vibert and Shields 2003) and encom-
passes its cognitive, behavioural and affective dimensions. Flow theory suggests an
alternative means of operationalising engagement. It suggests that engagement is not
merely the sum of the useful and productive activities that students experience.
Rather, engagement derives from the quality, nature and depth of these activities.
In summary, student engagement is a complex, multifaceted construct (Fredrick,
Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004). It is not value-free; it encompasses behavioural,
emotional and cognitive elements. Further, engagement can be conceived as a deep,
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4  P. Hagel et al.
flow experience or as involvement in a broad range of activities. The contested nature
and complexity of the concept provide considerable challenges for researchers in
investigating student engagement. Further challenges arise when conceptions of
student engagement are transplanted from one national context to another.
Origins of the AUSSE: whose theory of student engagement?
The NSSE was first piloted in 1999 in the USA but was based on much earlier ques-
tionnaires that assessed various aspects of college experience (Kuh 2009). The NSSE
was developed as a counterpoint to traditional concepts of institutional quality based
on prestige, staff qualifications or academic selectivity (Astin 1985; Carini, Kuh, and
Klein 2006; LaNasa, Cabrera, and Trangsrud 2009) and to measure the contribution
that colleges made to students (Kuh 2009). The NSSE scales were designed to focus
attention on good teaching in undergraduate education (Kuh 2009) and did so by
operationalising ‘the seven principles’ that include student–faculty contact; coopera-
tion among students; active learning; prompt feedback; time-on-task; high expecta-
tions; and respect for diverse talents and ways of learning (Chickering and Gamson
1999).
The college experience assessed through these early instruments and currently, the
NSSE, is informed by particular conceptions of the role of undergraduate education
and its significance in students’ lives. Historically, the focus of college education has
been to ‘promote student growth and development of multiple and distinctive abilities
and interest domains’ (Feldman, Smart, and Ethington 2004, 531). In addition to
the formal learning experience, ‘college life’ has been conceived as central to the
experience of going to college in the USA (Moffatt 1991).
While the USA has very diverse arrangements and institutions for post-secondary
education, the NSSE was designed originally to evaluate a traditional college
experience. This is evidenced by the fact that in 2009, the NSSE was administered in
the USA to eight of the 33 categories into which the US post-secondary institutions
are classified by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (i.e.
the Basic2005 Classification). These eight categories include institutions that offer
four-year undergraduate baccalaureate programmes at institutions that range from
‘research universities’ with high to very high research activity, ‘Master’s colleges and
universities’ with ‘smaller’ to ‘larger’ programmes, and ‘baccalaureate colleges’ that
focus on either ‘arts and sciences’ or ‘diverse fields’ (NSSE 2009).
A total of 617 institutions participated in the NSSE in 2008–2009 survey (NSSE
2009). These 617 institutions comprised approximately 38% of all institutions
included in the eight Basic2005 Classifications referred to above. The Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2010) reports demographic and other
data about all post-secondary institutions in the USA. According to this source, in
2010, the average enrolment of the colleges and universities in the above-mentioned
eight classifications was 6200 students, while 40% of these had total enrolments of
only 1700 students. Thirty-five per cent were in public control. Approximately 62%
of the institutions had at least 25% of their students living in residences on campus
and, at half of these residential colleges, at least 50% of students lived in residences
(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching 2010).
As already noted, the NSSE instrument is not administered in all post-secondary
institutions in the USA. Fourteen of the Basic2005 Classification categories encom-
pass the ‘community colleges’. These colleges use an adaptation of the NSSE – the
78
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Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education  5
Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE). The CCSSE contains
many of the existing NSSE items. However, it retains only three of the five NSSE
engagement scales. Notably, the CCSSE includes items that relate to technical
education and student support and excludes items that assume on-campus residency
(CCSSE 2010). That is, the CCSSE has been considerably adapted to reflect the
differences between the community and four-year colleges in their missions, student
populations and resources (CCSSE 2010).
In contrast to the CCSSE, the AUSSE retains all five engagement scales from the
NSSE. Apart from minor changes in wording, the items of each scale are also the same
as those in the NSSE. In adopting the same NSSE scales and item sets, the implicit
assumption is that these are equally appropriate for investigating student engagement
at Australian universities as they are for the four-year colleges and universities in the
USA. However, there are considerable differences between Australian universities
and the four-year colleges in the USA. These differences are demonstrated by exam-
ining the nature of the institutions that participate in or comprise the target population
of the AUSSE.
The AUSSE was administered to 30 Australian universities in 2009 (AUSSE
2010) which represented about 80% of the universities in Australia. The average
enrolment in an Australian public university is approximately 24,000 and 95% are
public institutions (DEEWR 2009a). Australian universities are internally diverse: all
have a relatively broad mix of disciplines, course levels and types (i.e. undergraduate,
post-graduate, professional degrees and research programmes).
Further differences exist between the NSSE and the AUSSE targeted institutions.
The four-year undergraduate programmes offered by the colleges that participate in
the NSSE typically provide two years of liberal arts studies followed by two years of
specialisations. In Australia by comparison, students most commonly enrol in three-
year degrees and specialise in their chosen discipline from their first year. Approxi-
mately 90% of Australian undergraduates commute to universities and live at home or
Table 1. Characteristics of participating institutions in the NSSE and AUSSE, 2009.
Characteristic NSSE AUSSE
Number of participating institutionsa,b 617 30
Average student enrolment per 
institutionc
6200 24,000
Per cent in public controld 35 95
Nature of course Four-year degree; liberal 
arts
Three-year degree; 
specialist discipline
Breadth of degrees and course levels Narrow in degree type 
and course level
Broad in degree type and 
course level
Studentse Predominantly resident 
on campus; paid work 
on campus
Predominantly commuter 
students; paid work off 
campus
Notes: aThese figures do not include the non-US institutions that participate in the NSSE or those from
New Zealand that participate in the AUSSE. bThe figure reported for the NSSE excludes the 17% of
community colleges that participated in the CCSSE in 2009. cThe US data are from the Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2010); Australian data are from DEEWR (2009a). dThis
figure for the AUSSE is from DEEWR (2009a) and includes only institutions designated as universities.
eData for the US institutions are based on information and data from the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching (2010) and, for Australian institutions, the ACER (2008a).
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6  P. Hagel et al.
in shared accommodation (ACER 2008b). Australian students are much more likely
to have paid work, to work longer hours and to work off campus than their NSSE
counterparts (ACER 2008b). Table 1 provides a summary of the differences between
the institutions in which the NSSE and AUSSE are administered.
Empirical studies of the NSSE show that the residential nature of an institution has
a positive effect on engagement, while factors such as institutional size, coexistence
of both undergraduate and postgraduate students and the strength of a research focus
have a negative effect (McCormick et al. 2009). These findings, in addition to the
differences outlined between the national contexts, make both the use of the same
scales and the legitimacy of the international comparison questionable. Arguably, the
AUSSE should have been adapted more extensively to reflect the Australian context
in the same way that the CCSSE was adapted to reflect the distinctive role and nature
of the community colleges in the USA. In particular, the large size, commuter nature
and internal diversity of Australian universities demanded more consideration in
designing an instrument to evaluate the engagement of its undergraduate students.
Evaluation of the AUSSE/NSSE scales
So far this paper has discussed different concepts of student engagement and has ques-
tioned the assumption that the conception and measurement of engagement that was
developed in the USA for the ‘NSSE’ translate easily to the Australian context. In this
section of the paper, each of the six AUSSE scales are examined in relation to both
different conceptions of engagement and the contextual differences highlighted in the
preceding discussion.
The first scale, academic challenge, is defined as the ‘extent to which expectations
and assessments challenge students to learn’ (ACER 2010, ix). It comprises 11 items
which take two different forms. One form distinguishes ‘how much’ students have
experienced certain learning activities including analysing, synthesising, making
judgements and applying theories. This scale seeks to capture ‘quality of effort’ as an
important facet of engagement (Kuh 2009). Few would argue against the notion that
such activities are important in higher education.
The second form of items focuses on written papers, length of papers, repetition
and time-on-task, and reveals some gaps and issues of interpretation. First, while writ-
ten tasks remain critical to student learning, some legitimate and valuable forms of
assessment such as the oral or performance-based are omitted in this scale. Higher
education has diversified to encompass a wide variety of disciplines, students and types
of learning. Such diversification necessitates forms of assessment that are authentic for
each discipline and course. Second, the ‘academic challenge’ scale emphasises repe-
tition and time-on-task. These have a legitimate purpose in learning but in some
circumstances may represent ‘busyness’ rather than engagement and surface rather
than deep learning (Vibert and Shields 2004). Third, among the set of items in the
‘academic challenge’ scale there are none that reflect alternative theories of engage-
ment such as flow theory or an interpretive/student-centred perspective which suggest
that student control and autonomy are necessary conditions for genuine engagement
(Case 2008; Steele and Fullagar 2009; Vibert and Shields 2004). Rather, the scale
contains one item that asks ‘How often have you worked harder than you thought you
could to meet a teacher’s/tutor’s standards or expectations?’ This question suggests
engagement on the teacher’s terms and may represent an unequal power relationship
(Case 2008) that positions students as passive recipients of learning ‘products’
480
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Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education  7
(Rochford 2008). Finally, it cannot be assumed that students who answer ‘very often’
to some of the questions in this scale are necessarily highly engaged. Rather, a response
of ‘very often’ may indicate that students are compliant and/or instrumental as they
pursue academic approval, grades or a return on their financial investment (Case 2008;
London, Downey, and Mace. 2007; Mann 2001; Rochford 2008).
Active learning refers to ‘students’ efforts to actively construct their knowledge’
(ACER 2010, ix). This scale reflects a social constructivist theory of learning. It
comprises seven items that ask students about how often, for example, they work with
others or participate in voluntary activities. This scale not only captures some impor-
tant aspects of engagement but also exhibits some gaps and some issues in interpreting
the behaviours measured by this scale. For example, one item asks about how often
students ask questions or contribute to discussions. Asking questions and discussing
ideas with others can be critical for students in clarifying their knowledge and extend-
ing their understanding. However, students construct their knowledge also through
processes of reflection (Chi 2009). This is particularly true for adult learners and those
studying online or by distance education who often study independently.
Further, while question-asking is a useful behaviour for students to clarify their
understanding, it can also be indicative of other motives that may not be about
constructing knowledge. For example, a study of law students by London, Downey,
and Mace (2007) revealed that students may ask questions or contribute to discussions
to validate their intellectual abilities, to demonstrate superiority and/or to impress
peers and teachers. Additionally, disciplines vary in the extent to which they encour-
age and reward questioning and discussion. For example in the humanities where
knowledge is more contestable, question-asking and discussion will be promoted by
the pedagogy and may well be a sign of active learning (Parpala et al. 2010), but this
is not necessarily the case for areas of science, engineering and business (Brint,
Cantwell, and Hanneman 2008).
In summary, if asking questions does not always signal engagement, then the
opposite is true also: failure to ask questions may not signal disengagement. Rather,
the absence of questioning could indicate preferences for independence, self-
regulation and/or reflection. The absence of control and autonomy in the AUSSE
scales has been noted already; the concept of reflection is also missing. Arguably,
reflection is integral to students’ attempts to be active learners.
Student and staff interaction is defined as the ‘level and nature of students’ contact
with teaching staff’ (ACER 2010, ix). The items in this scale focus on instrumental
exchanges between staff and students about assignments and careers. This scale
includes some of Chickering and Gamson’s (1999) principles of good teaching:
student–teacher contact and prompt feedback from teachers. Feedback is important in
supporting student engagement. However, alternative theories of engagement suggest
that this scale could overlook other important aspects of engagement. For example,
flow theory suggests that feedback that enhances engagement can take other forms or
derive from sources other than teachers. For example, clarity of instructions can
substitute for feedback (Steele and Fullagar 2009). Secondly, feedback can come from
the activity itself, from peers and/or from technology. In particular, the widespread
and significant use of online technologies and learning management systems in higher
education have democratised and extended the sources of feedback. Possibly, the
influence of peers in providing supportive feedback is captured in the ‘supportive
learning environments’ scale. However, the influence of feedback generated by the
task or by technology is not.
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8  P. Hagel et al.
Supportive learning environment is defined as ‘feelings of legitimacy within the
university community’ (ACER 2010, ix). This scale seeks to capture the nature of the
relationships that students have with academic staff, other employees of the university
and fellow students that are not directly related to their learning programme. These
relationships are important in providing emotional support to students (Fredricks,
Blumenfeld, and Paris 2004) and, as noted earlier in the discussion, these may also be
important additional sources of feedback to students. The inclusion of this scale
provides a valuable counterbalance to the more instrumental focus of the other
engagement scales.
To complement the academic activities of the university, the enriching educa-
tional experiences scale investigates students’ ‘participation in broadening educa-
tional activities’ (ACER 2010, ix). The 12 items of this scale reflect a view that
engagement should encompass a variety of extra-curricular activities, such as practi-
cums, study abroad schemes, foreign language studies and interactions with people
who are ‘different’ from the respondent. This scale captures important aspects of
engagement; however, there are some contextual issues to consider in using the scale
and interpreting item scores. First, while some items capture aspects of engagement
that are important for residential students who live and work on campus, fewer relate
to students who commute to university and work off campus. Second, given the wide-
spread use of learning management systems in Australian universities, ‘used an online
learning system to discuss or complete an assignment’ may not necessarily represent
an enriching experience. However, this question could be extended to capture other
aspects of online engagement including using the technology for student-organised
activities and study groups. Finally, from a critical perspective, there may be difficul-
ties in interpreting the meaning of high or low scores on some items. For example,
some students may experience or perceive barriers to engaging in particular activities
due to economic or social constraints, their personality and/or their minority status.
Low scores may suggest these students are not engaged. An alternative interpretation
is that students may be highly engaged with their study but fail to take up the oppor-
tunity of foreign study or extra-curricular activities because they lack the economic
and/or social capital to do so.
The final engagement scale in the AUSSE is work-integrated learning, which
refers to the ‘integration of employment-focused work experiences into study’ (ACER
2010, ix). This is a scale specifically developed for the AUSSE. For many students,
the integration of work and study is highly engaging. However, the questions in this
scale are predominately framed to investigate how students engage with work rather
than how working adults engage with learning. Clearly, an assumption is made about
the demographics of the ‘normal’ student. Further, by emphasising the skills and
knowledge acquired, the scale also underplays the full meaning that work may have
for some students (Cheng and Alcantara 2007; Muldoon 2009).
In summary, the AUSSE engagement scales reflect a predominantly functional
ideology and are concerned with the general behaviour of students at university and
how this behaviour is influenced by institutional factors. These scales capture many
important aspects of the academic, extra-curricular and social activities experienced
by students. They provide a useful means for promoting a discussion about student
engagement within the higher education sector (Kuh 2009). They also serve to focus
the attention of academics and universities on aspects of their performance that can be
improved to enhance the engagement of their students (Pike 2006). However, these
scales have some limitations. These limitations take three main forms. First, there is
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Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education  9
the omission of some key concepts such as autonomy and reflection and features such
as feedback from non-teacher sources and non-written assessment forms. Second,
some of the items require further adjustment for the Australian context. Finally, from
a critical perspective, the scales may be limited in the extent to which they can illumi-
nate the condition of engagement (or alienation) of all students. Students who appear
to be engaged may be merely compliant and busy; others may be disengaged through
lack of choice or power.
Further issues: findings from the empirical literature on the validity of the 
engagement scales
As mentioned previously, the Australian Federal government has indicted that it plans
to include measures of student engagement in funding arrangements for Australian
public universities. Underlying this is an aim to increase the number of Australians
holding a higher degree: the government has stated that by 2025, 40% of all 25–34-
year olds will hold a qualification at bachelor level or above. The government has
recognised that to achieve this target requires an emphasis on improving retention,
progress and completion rates (DEEWR 2009a). However, links between student
engagement as measured by the AUSSE engagement scales and outcomes such as
retention, progress and completion may be tenuous at best: studies of the predictive
validity of the NSSE engagement scales reveal weak to modest results (Carini, Kuh,
and Klein 2006; Gordon, Ludlum, and Hoey 2008; Kuh 2004).
Small but significant relationships of between .02 and .17 have been found
between the scales and measures of academic performance including grade point
average (GPA) (Carini, Kuh, and Klein 2006; Kuh 2004). Pascarella, Seifert, and
Blaich (2010) found some evidence that the NSSE scales were related to outcomes
such as critical thinking, moral reasoning and intercultural effectiveness. However,
for the most part the scales have been found to have ‘minimal explanatory power’
Gordon, Ludlum, and Hoey (2008, 19). Further, some studies have found relation-
ships that are the reverse of what is predicted by the concept of engagement that
underlies the NSSE. For example, Gordon, Ludlum, and Hoey (2008) found an
inverse relationship between ‘enriching educational experiences’ and the GPA for
first-year students and a negative relationship between senior students’ GPA and
‘faculty-staff relationships’. Pike (2006) found a negative relation between ‘enriching
educational experiences’ and gains in practical skills. Additionally, single items
within scales have been found to have the reverse relationship to outcomes. For
example, Gordon, Ludlum, and Hoey (2008) found that ‘discussion of readings with
staff’ was negatively related to first-year GPA, and student–staff discussion outside
of class was negatively related to first-year retention. Most recently, Pascarella,
Seifert, and Blaich (2010, 19) stated that ‘the bottom line is that we have, at present,
very little internally valid evidence with respect to the predictive validity of the
NSSE’. While similar studies of the predictive validity of the AUSSE scales have yet
to be published, there is little reason to assume that the performance of the AUSSE
scales would differ markedly from those of the NSSE given the close similarities
between them.
To summarise, with the exception of ‘supportive learning environments’ and to a
lesser extent, ‘academic challenge’, the empirical evidence does not provide strong
support for the predictive validity of the NSSE scales. There is only weak evidence
that these scales are linked to outcomes of importance for the Australian government.
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Conclusion and implications
It seems that by borrowing its student engagement scales from the USA, Australia has
adopted a conception of student engagement and a measurement instrument that fails
to capture some important aspects of engagement. There are contextual differences
between the higher education systems of the two countries that raise questions about
how well the scales apply to undergraduate students currently attending Australian
universities.
Further, given the complexity (and contrariness) of the relationships between
engagement and outcome measures, it is critical that data from the AUSSE survey are
not misused by policy-makers and university management. While universities should
be accountable for the quality of the student experience they provide, their different
contexts and missions must be acknowledged in interpreting their performance as
measured by the AUSSE. Notwithstanding the measurement issues, performance data
from the AUSSE are best used internally by universities to develop initiatives and
drive change in ways that are consistent with their individual contexts and missions
(Carle et al. 2009). However, in doing so, the evidence suggests that the scales may
mask areas that need improvement. In these circumstances, universities could consider
choosing relevant and single items to monitor improvements (Carle et al. 2009). This
is particularly true for the ‘enriching educational experience’ scale. It contains a range
of practices, not all of which may be relevant to the institution’s mission or context.
Additionally, universities need to be careful in making internal, cross-disciplinary
comparisons – it is not at all clear that the nature of engagement is, or ought to be, the
same across disciplines.
The findings of this study point to gaps in our understanding of engagement and
how it is measured. Empirical research is required to examine whether refinements
to the scales and the inclusion of additional aspects of student engagement improve
their predictive validity. Such research may also contribute to the development of a
new instrument to investigate the first-year experience as recently proposed by the
Australian government (DEEWR 2009b). However, without conducting research
from different ideological perspectives, it is unlikely that student engagement and the
contribution it makes to important outcomes such as learning, progression and
retention can be fully understood.
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